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Introduction 
Imagine yourself a child born from parents of two different races growing up in 
American society in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s.  You don’t know anyone else who 
lives in a family like yours.  You are part of the racial world you see around you, but not 
completely accepted by it.  When you learn to read, you check out books from the local 
library that show pictures of families and describe adventures of children, but none of the 
books you find on the shelves is about children that look like you or depict families just 
like yours.  In school, when you fill out personal information sheets for standardized 
testing, you grow anxious because you’re not allowed to talk, but the test hasn’t even 
started and you don’t know how to answer one of the questions.  Race?  You don’t fit any 
of the options listed.  Sometimes you choose “other,” but you wish you didn’t have to.  
When you play outside on the playground, you make friends with children who all look 
different, but you don’t realize that you stand out more than most.  That is, until one child 
asks, “Why do you and your mother not look alike?  Is she your real mom?”  “Are you 
adopted?” asks another.  “No,” you respond, “my dad is Black.”  “Oh.  That makes you 
mixed.”  What does “mixed” mean?  Is “mixed” bad?  It certainly doesn’t sound good.  
It sounds dirty, muddy… wrong.  I don’t like that word, “mixed.”  I don’t want to be 
“mixed,” but what else can I be? Whatever I am, I must not be normal.
Background Statement 
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The scenario described above is a common one and has been experienced by 
children of multiracial backgrounds across the globe.  For the purpose of this study, the 
terms “multiracial” and “interracial” are used to describe relationships and families that 
involve individuals who identify as being from at least two different races as categorized 
by the United States Census Bureau.  The terms “biracial” and “multiracial” are used to 
describe the children of these unions, being born from at least two distinct races.   
Since interracial marriage was declared legal in the United States by the Supreme 
Court in 1967, interracial marriage and the birth of biracial or multiracial children began 
to noticeably increase (Long, 1978).  As Byrd discusses in her 2006 study of interracial 
family health experiences, these children have been traditionally identified as the 
minority race, regardless of biracial status, particularly in the case of Black/White 
children.  Historically, the “one drop rule” dictated that these children were not part of 
the “pure” white race and were therefore considered inferior.  While there remains 
reluctance to changing the definitions of race, the 2000 US Census began allowing 
individuals to choose more than one box when identifying their race.  Over a decade 
since then, parents, teachers, and caregivers still struggle with helping biracial or 
multiracial children form their racial identity and need more resources (Byrd, 2006; 
Ladner, 1984; Shackford, 1984).  
Research has shown that infants as young as six months old “begin to notice skin 
differences [and] by the age of two, children begin to ask questions about differences in 
skin color.  [By] the age of three, children… begin to form attitudes about people of 
different races and ethnic groups” (Hughes-Hassell, 2010, p. 212).  Studies have also 
shown that once children’s racial identities are formed, for offspring of interracial unions, 
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those identities are often challenged when they begin school and again when they reach 
adolescence (Brunsma, 2005).   
In her research, Hughes-Hassell (2010) discusses the importance of literacy in 
child development saying, “Multicultural books, along with multicultural dolls, toys, wall 
decorations, DVDs, and TV programs, can contribute to the development of positive self-
esteem by providing children of color with images of themselves. Multicultural books 
also provide motivation for reading” (p. 215).  In all stages of identity formation, books 
can be excellent tools in explaining the differences and similarities between races and 
cultures and can showcase socially accepted behavior in and reactions to the multicultural 
world.  Long (1978) and Sands-O’Connor (2001), however, highlight the unfortunate 
facts that interracial children are severely underrepresented in children’s literature, and 
books identified as containing interracial families continue to hold a very small place in 
most library collections.  Often, these books are lumped in with single-race minority 
collections or other “multicultural” /“non-white” materials (Chandhri & Tate, 2013), so 
they may not be prominently identified as featuring multiracial children and families and 
can easily be overlooked during selection.  There is also considerably less research 
surrounding literature for or about interracial identity formation in young children as 
compared to the abundance of research that focuses on the adolescent identity 
investigation and re-formation (Cole & Valentine, 2000).  While a few studies over the 
past forty years have explored and showcased some of the most popular and significant 
picture books featuring biracial and multiracial children, most of the research remains 
focused on literature written for or about all minorities or a single minority group without 
recognizing the unique situation of these children and their families.  Moreover, there has 
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been little investigation into the breadth of all the literary materials that are currently 
available for this population, and few explore how various interracial families are 
represented.  
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Literature Review 
What Do Interracial Families Really Look Like? 
Research has shown that over the past 40 years, the number of interracial 
marriages and interracial children has increased dramatically (Byrd, 2006; Lee, 2010; 
Long, 1978).  As Lee reports in his 2010 article about the racial change occurring in 
America, “Interracial marriages grew to over 5% by 2000 from less than 1% in 1970” (p. 
53).  Also, “according to a recent estimate, 14.6% of all new marriages in the United 
States in 2008 were between spouses of different race or Hispanic ethnicity. The figure is 
six times the interracial marriage rate among newlyweds in 1960 and more than double 
the rate in 1980” (p. 53). Currently, Hispanic (Latino)/White marriages are the most 
prevalent kind in the United States at near 41% of all interracial marriages.  Of the three 
most common interracial combinations, Asian/White unions are second at 15%, and 
Black/White relationships are the least common constituting only 11% (Lee, 2010).  
Historically, Black/White relationships have been the most contested and controversial 
(Byrd, 2006; Forry, 2007; Lee, 2010; Long, 1978; Nzai, 2011; Wilson 1981).  Arguably, 
this is a major factor in that racial combination’s comparatively small percentage of the 
population.  It is also important to note that the Black race is still considered to be the 
most inferior in the United States (Brunsma, 2005), supported by the history of slavery 
and oppression directed toward Black people.  Given their contentiousness, these 
relationships have led to a considerable amount of research concerning their development 
and functionality and the health of their resultant children. 
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In 2005, Brunsma, who studied over ten thousand interracial families with 
children from all over the United States, developed a list of the most potent factors that 
influence racial identity for an interracial couple and how they chose to identify their 
children.  This list provides a framework for understanding how interracial families are 
formed and how they function in society.  Brunsma and others (Clayton, 1997; Forry, 
2007; Lee, 2010) list social status as one of the most influential features that contribute to 
interracial marriages.  As minorities rise in social status, they become more attractive to 
mates of the majority race who predominantly occupy the upper classes.  In promoting 
their social status, these minorities, consciously or unconsciously, often choose to 
distance themselves from their minority status and so choose to relate more with the 
majority.  Therefore, particularly for Black/White relationships, these families mostly 
hold a middle – upper class standing and typically involve a Black man and a White 
woman.  Within White/Asian relationships however, the gender pattern is the opposite.  
Lee argues that this is caused by educated Asian women seeking partners outside of their 
traditionally patriarchal racial society (2010).  Lee also highlights that there does not 
seem to be a gender pattern identified for White/Hispanic relationships.   
Another factor in interracial family identity is the racial composition of the 
family’s surroundings and associates.  Although it is now more common for these 
interracial families of higher social/economic status than single-race minority families to 
live in multicultural or predominantly White environments (Lee, 2010), 10-20 years ago, 
this was not the case.  Often interracial families were rejected by the majority society and 
chose to live in multiracial areas or minority areas (Clayton, 1997; Libarkin 1982; 
Wilson, 1981).  In these cases, the family more often identified themselves as being of 
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the minority rather than self-identifying as interracial, biracial, multiracial, or White.   
What still remains true, however, is that interracial families are more commonly found in 
urban areas (Clayton, 1997). 
The third factor Brunsma identified as influencing interracial family identity is the 
family structure.  While he identifies the studies that show that many children identify 
with the race of the mother, this is not a belief held by all researchers.  In her 2006 
research, Byrd found that in interracial families with children that she studied, the Black 
fathers took on the role of teaching their children about race.  Forry (2007) also found 
that gender roles are often switched or less structured in interracial families than in White 
families.   
The other notable family structure within and surrounding interracial families is 
the relationship with what Byrd (2006) calls the “family of origin.”   She and others 
(Forry, 2007; Nzai, 2011) discuss how the parents of the interracial couple are often 
resistant to the relationship, especially the White/majority family.  In some cases, the 
interracial family closes contact with their extended families because of the rejection.  
Often, however, the birth of a biracial or multiracial child is the catalyst in restoring 
healthy relationships with the child’s grandparents, aunts, uncles, etc.   
The final influence addressed by Brunsma is the appearance, or phenotype, of the 
individuals within the family.  Essentially, how White do they look?  Families with 
members that strongly feature minority characteristics are more likely to have, at least in 
part, a relationship with that race or culture.  Families whose members can more easily 
physically identify with the majority or White, are more likely to associate with the 
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majority and identify as either biracial/multiracial or White.  It is also unique within these 
families that the children of the same two parents can often have such varying skin tones 
and features as to look unrelated and of two separate races.  How these children look and 
how their families see them affects the race they identify with. 
Given this background of interracial relationship and racial identity formation, 
this study seeks to find whether or not the depiction of interracial families in children’s 
picture books is an accurate portrayal of them.  One factor that will perhaps be fighting 
against an accurate portrayal is what Evans (2002) calls the history of White paternal 
dominance in American society.  In his review, Evans highlights the kinds of interracial 
families and relationships that have been portrayed in American film and finds that, 
regardless of the statistics showing that Black males are more often found in these 
relationships, Hollywood continues to present the strong White man as the savior and 
protector of the black female and her children.   
Why Is Biracial/Multiracial Identity Formation Different? 
What has been alluded to so far, but has yet to be articulated, is that children in 
interracial families are in a unique position when it comes to their racial identification.  It 
is repeatedly shown (Aoki, 1981; Luke & Luke, 1998; Wilson 1981) that regardless of 
the family’s racial make-up or cultural background, in today’s society, the children born 
of more than one race can essentially choose their own race (Clayton, 1997; Shackford, 
1984).  Though, historically, with the “one drop rule” explained by Clayton (1997) and 
Poussaint (1984), these children would have been immediately identified as being of the 
minority race, they are in fact of two or more distinct races and can identify as the 
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minority, the majority, both, or something else of their choosing (Brunsma, 2005).  They 
are of two or more separate races, but not completely part of either.  As Clayton who 
studied over 200 interracial American couples discusses, parents and children in these 
families identify the children as a wide variety of things, and the identification for a 
particular child can change over time or within a certain circumstance.  There are many 
stories of biracial or multiracial children and adults who would typically identify as the 
majority or of more than one race choosing to identify as the minority for perceived or 
actual benefit and vice versa. 
Because these children and families are in such a unique identity formation 
situation, they often need more tools and support in navigating the process.  In her 1984 
article in the Interracial Books of Children Bulletin, Ladner asks and answers the 
question, “What do interracial children need?” (p. 8).  While many of the points she 
makes could be applicable to all child development, she points out several areas where 
parents, teachers, caregivers, and anyone who works with young children can have an 
impact.  These children need a safe space and opportunity to openly discuss race and 
learn about all parts of their heritage.  This should be a location or atmosphere that 
celebrates multiculturalism and will, at best, be a multiracial environment.  In helping 
them learn about their heritage and culture, these children need resources that accurately 
showcase these backgrounds.  They need books with interracial families in them.  As 
previously mentioned, these books have unfortunately been slow in production, possibly 
inaccurate, and hard to find.    
Can Quality Children’s Books About Interracial Families Be Found? 
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Hughes-Hassell (2013) and researchers like her, have explored minority young 
adults, their racial and cultural identity development, and the resources that guide them 
through this formation.  While this research is needed and significant, there is an 
unfortunate lack of research surrounding young child racial identity development and the 
resources for them, particularly in the area of bi/multiracial children (Cole &Valentine, 
2000).   
In the 1970’s and 80’s, when the birth of bi/multiracial children sharply rose after 
the 1967 Supreme Court decision dissolved all remaining laws prohibiting interracial 
marriage, several studies sprung up investigating the racial development of these 
children.  With them came the Long (1978) article that explored the children’s books that 
were available that featured interracial families.  In her article, Long identified three.  
While she explored the features of each, she highlighted that, at that time, interracial 
children were largely omitted from children’s literature.  Since then, there are certainly 
more titles to choose from, but does the offering match the current multiracial population 
increase in America?   
In the early 2000’s, two notable studies were done by Cole & Valentine (2000) 
and Sands-O’Connor (2001) concerning “multiethnic” or multiracial children and 
families in children’s picture books that explored more recently published books.  Both of 
these studies continue to mention the insufficient offering of literature and the lack of 
research focused on these texts.   
Cole and Valentine’s research examines the use of these books in the realm of 
social work, highlighting their value in racial identity formation.  This study examined 22 
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books featuring “multiethnic” children and analyzed their bias, story line, and self-
concept creation.  Though the study identified trends in the books they considered, there 
was very little discussion of the trends and what they imply about the corpus of 
interracial literature being written.  Attention was mainly focused on the application of 
these texts for social workers.  
In her research, Sands-O’Connor scrupulously examines the representation of 
interracial families in picture books and finds that many of them concentrate on the 
“differences” between the races instead of the similarities.  The interracial couples 
portrayed are not shown as being as intimate with each other as couples of the same race, 
and the parents and extended family members often focus their affection only on the 
child/children and not on each other.  Sands-O’Connor points out that these books feature 
fathers who are mostly white with straight blond hair.  She also touches on the 
differences between the depiction of interracial couples and that of same-sex couples, and 
she compares the children’s book offerings from the United States with those by British 
authors and publishers.  While this study meticulously investigates the representation of 
interracial families in children’s books, it reviewed a relatively small sample, mentioning 
only six American titles and two British ones.  This by no means covers the breadth of 
literature available for young biracial children. 
More recently, Hughes-Hassell and Cox (2010) explored the representation of 
“people of color” in children’s board books.  This study addressed a much wider scope of 
minorities and was focused on pre-school child development.  However, this study did 
mention the presence of interracial families and children within some of the books they 
analyzed.  For their analysis, the researchers also investigated the authors of their books 
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and found that, though the books depicted people of color, many of them were still 
written by White authors.  
These studies show that multiracial children are starting to receive more attention, 
but even in the past decade since the Sands-O’Connor and Cole & Valentine articles, 
there has been little published that recognizes the importance that interracial children’s 
books have for the current population of youth.  Even fewer studies explore the corpus of 
books that are currently available and discuss their strengths and weaknesses. 
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Research Design and Methodology 
Purpose 
The purpose of this research was to investigate the resources currently available 
depicting interracial families to see how the children and families are represented.  This 
study focused on children’s picture story books and easy readers that rely on illustrations 
to help tell their stories.  Using content analysis, this study explored whether or not the 
interracial families portrayed in children’s books accurately represent interracial families 
in modern American society.  Furthermore, this study highlighted the connection between 
the racial identity and family of the author or illustrator and the depiction of the 
interracial family in a children’s book.   
The goals of this study were to inform those assisting children in race identity 
formation of the resources available and to identify the gaps left by the currently 
published works. 
Research Questions 
1. How are interracial families portrayed in children’s books? 
a. Do the portrayals match the representation of interracial families in the 
American population? 
b. Are representations influenced by the author’s and/or illustrator’s race? 
2. What purposes do the characters’ racial identities serve in the stories? 
This qualitative study used a content analysis methodology; the unit of analysis 
was the individual picture book or easy reader.  The tools used for analysis include the 
guidelines for review listed in “10 Quick Ways to Analyze Children’s Books for Racism 
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and Sexism,” originally published by the Council on Interracial Books for Children 
(CIBC), and the typology of books identified by Rudine Sims Bishop in “Shadow and 
Substance: Afro-American Experience in Contemporary Children’s Fiction” (1982).   
Six of the ten CIBC guidelines were used to examine the depiction of the 
interracial families and their social context: the books’ illustrations, story lines, character 
life-styles, character relationships, the author’s perspectives, and the books’ copyright 
dates.   
Bishop’s typology was used to explain how and whether the books address the 
subject of race.  Each book was identified as being either “socially conscious,” focusing 
on appreciating the differences between races, “melting-pot” books that showcase many 
races living/working in harmony with no differentiation, or “culturally conscious,” 
specifically celebrating the minority culture and its uniqueness.  The child/ children’s 
racial status in the books is first determined by locating passages of text that indicate the 
racial identity of the characters and then examined them to identify trends in the racial 
treatment. 
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Data Collection 
The books chosen for this study were found using lists of picture books identified 
as “interracial,” “multicultural,” and/or containing “racially mixed people.”   The lists 
were compiled by the Cooperative Children’s Book Center, Amazon, Novelist, author 
Cynthia Leitich Smith (2012), and public library online catalogs.  Recommendations of 
additional books came from colleagues and booklists provided within the relevant 
research.  The books read for the study were collected from Amazon.com; UNC-CH 
School of Information and Library Science Library, NC; Chapel Hill Public Library, NC; 
and Wake County Public Library, NC. 
In selecting titles for this study, the following criteria were met. 
1. The book must be identified as a picture book or an easy reader, relying on the 
illustrations to help tell the story. 
2. The book must show or describe both the mother and the father to ensure the 
interracial status of the child/children. 
3. The interracial children in the families must be the offspring of the parents 
depicted in the story. 
4. The story must contain human characters.  
The first criterion excludes juvenile and young adult titles that follow the stories 
of older children.  It also excludes transitional readers/chapter books that may have older 
protagonists and too few pictures.  The second criterion excludes stories about single 
family households that make no mention of the missing parent and stories that show 
children of indeterminate though varied racial/cultural background.  The third criterion 
excludes multiracial families with adopted children.  The forth criterion excludes stories 
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about “interracial” families that cannot be racially identified.  Examples include stories 
about animals, fictional creatures, and anthropomorphized inanimate objects.   
Information about the authors and illustrators was gathered from publisher’s 
webpages, biographical sketches, published interviews, and personal webpages. 
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Analysis 
For each book selected, data were entered into an Excel spreadsheet that captured 
the book’s bibliographic information and notes on the author’s and illustrator’s race or 
ethnic background.  Notes and data were recorded regarding the setting and relationships 
depicted in the book, guided by the identified six CIBC areas of analysis.  Finally, a 
summary and details about the storyline were recorded identifying whether or not the 
story brought up the subject of race, quotes that highlighted the treatment of racial issues, 
the Bishop typological category that best described the cultural setting, and the assigned 
description of how the story used the subject of race.  Spreadsheet headings are listed 
below: 
Bibliographic 
 Title 
 Copyright Year 
 Author Name 
 Author Info 
 Illustrator Name 
 Illustrator Info 
 
Relationships & Setting 
 Minority Race(s) 
 Minority Parent Gender (male or female) 
 Other Family Members Shown 
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 Setting (city, small town/suburb, country, or unidentifiable 
 Community Culture (multicultural, minority only, white only, or family only) 
 Parental Interactions 
 
Storyline 
 Is race addressed in plot? (yes or no) 
 Quotes (about race) 
 Purpose of Race 
 Bishop Category (socially conscious, melting pot, or culturally conscious) 
 Summary 
 Additional Notes 
The determination of the book’s setting was based on the kinds of buildings and 
neighborhood shown in the pictures, the amount of space between houses, and the 
amount of yard or land surrounding the homes.  Notes about the “parental interactions” 
were examined to create a quantifiable table of identified interactions after all the books 
were reviewed.  The “purpose of race” information was extracted from the quotes and 
summary and entered into the spreadsheet last.   
From the information collected, trends were identified, and compared to 
population statistics and previous research findings.  
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Results and Discussion 
How are the interracial families portrayed? 
Do portrayals match the population statistics of American interracial families? 
 # of Families % of Families 
Percent of Actual 
Population 
Black/White 31 60% 11% 
Asian/White 10 20% 15% 
Hispanic(Latino)/White 7 14% 41% 
Other 3 6% 43% 
Table 1.  Minority races identified in interracial families 
After examining the available picture books identified on selection lists and 
eliminating books that did not meet the criteria, 50 books were chosen that depicted 51 
interracial families with bi/multiracial children.  In examining how the interracial families 
were portrayed, the racial breakdown of the families found was first identified.  Of the 51 
families shown, approximately 60% depicted Black/White families, 20% depicted 
Asian/White families, 14% depicted Hispanic(Latino)/White families, and 6% depicted 
other racial combination.  The other racial combinations identified were Black/Asian, 
Asian/Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and Indian/White (Table 1).  
While the representation of Asian/White interracial families matches current 
population statistics in its second most common position, the overwhelming number of 
Black/White families (31) compared to the number of Hispanic/Latino families (7) found 
in these children’s books reflects a reversed correlation to current American population 
statistics.  Part of the reasoning behind the overrepresentation of Black/White 
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relationships could be that they are historically the most contested and discussed, thus, 
the most addressed and longest published in children’s literature.  Another factor may be 
that many of the books were not written by American authors and therefore reflect a more 
historic and global representation of interracial families.  However, these points do not 
negate the fact that there is a severe lack of Hispanic(Latino)/White families represented 
in picture books. 
 # of Families % of Families 
SETTING   
City 19 37% 
Small town / Suburb 12 24% 
Country 11 22% 
Unidentifiable 9 18% 
COMMUNITY   
White Only 2 4% 
Single Race Minority Only 7 14% 
Multicultural 29 57% 
Not shown (Interracial Family Only) 13 25% 
Table 2. Indicators of the cultural settings surrounding the interracial families 
When examining the settings for the picture books selected, this study found that 
37% of the families lived or were shown in urban, city environments.  Twenty-four 
percent were set in small towns or suburban neighborhoods, and 22% were set in the 
country (Table 2).  Eighteen percent of the settings were unidentifiable, usually because 
the characters remained inside a residence throughout the story, and no windows 
provided contextual clues about the home’s location.  This distribution of setting 
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locations, with urban environments being the most dominant, complements current 
population information and could reinforce the trend of interracial families infusing all 
parts of American society to readers.   
Also consistent with population statistics, the racial diversity illustrated in the 
communities was predominately multicultural (57%).  However, even though statistics 
show that interracial families are currently pervading more White communities, 
children’s books display a tendency to depict interracial families in minority only 
communities more often than White.  This tendency could be related to the books’ 
purposes in featuring an interracial family, which will be discussed later, or it could be a 
reflection of the historical stereotypes of interracial families pervading the current 
literature.  When considering these percentages, it’s also important to note that about a 
quarter of the books studied (13) only showed the immediate and extended family of the 
biracial characters, so the cultural diversity of their environment could not be determined. 
 Minority Fathers Minority Mothers 
Black 14 18 
Asian 5 7 
Hispanic/Latino 2 5 
Indian 1 0 
TOTAL 22 30 
Table 3.  Number of minority fathers and mothers in interracial families 
Investigating the gender representation of the minority side of picture book 
interracial relationships provides a more detailed picture of the kinds of families that are 
being highlighted.  This study found that, overall, more mothers of minority races were 
 23 
depicted than fathers, 30 mothers compared to 22 fathers (Table 3).  More Black mothers 
(18) were identified than Black fathers (14), which conflicts with current population 
numbers.  Though it lies in sharp contrast to what would be representative of the 
population, the difference between the number of Black mothers and fathers of about 
12% is not severely unbalanced.  For Asian/White families, the representation aligns with 
what is expected.  In the ten Asian interracial families identified, Asian mothers 
outnumber fathers 7 to 5.  The most surprising gender breakdown is that of 
Hispanic(Latino) parents.  In the 7 Hispanic(Latino)/White families, 5 (71%) of them 
showed Hispanic(Latino) mothers and 2 (29%) showed Hispanic(Latino) fathers.  While 
the sample is small, this strongly conflicts with the research that shows that 
Hispanic/White relationships do not display identifiable gender patterns.   The overall 
prevalence of White fathers and minority mothers could be attributed to the tendency in 
media to consciously or unconsciously reinforce the White paternal dominance in 
interracial relationships as Evans (2002) suggests.    
Do portrayals align with previous research findings? 
As the extended families in interracial marriages often display specific behaviors 
and allow biracial children to play specific roles, examining the additional family 
members incorporated into the stories was another key component to dissecting the 
portrayal of these families in picture books.   Of the 51 families depicted, 19 showed only 
the immediate family members of the interracial family.  Within the remaining books, 21 
included only the minority extended family, and 8 included extended family members 
from both races or displayed a multicultural extended family without making 
maternal/paternal distinctions.  Two of the books featured ancestral biracial families and 
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depicted their descendants through several generations.  One or more grandparents played 
a significant role in these books, appearing in 27 of them.  However, while there were 13 
instances of interracial families and children spending time with only their grandparent(s) 
of the racial minority, no books were found that featured a biracial child interacting with 
only their White grandparents.  The only instance of a family being depicted with only 
white relatives was in Angela Johnson’s The Aunt in Our House.  In this story, the 
interracial family is shown with their White aunt who’s come to live with them.  Finding 
that the interracial families interact with both sides of the extended family is expected, 
given that biracial children are often the catalyst to rekindled familial relationships.  The 
total absence of stories that showcase a biracial child’s unique relationship with their 
White grandparents and white side of the family, however, is a significant deficit in the 
literature.   
Remarkably, several of the books included in this study are part of a series of 
stories about a certain child/family or are companion stories that complement another 
book.  Seven of the books included have one or more sequels, most of which are also 
included in the study.  All books part of a series or with companions are identified with a 
(*) in the list of titles in the Appendix.   Among these sets of books, there seems to be no 
important differences in the representation of the family and their relatives from one story 
to the next.  While this element aids in continuity and recognition of characters, it has so 
far neglected to showcase that an interracial family can have positive interactions with 
both sets of their relatives on separate occasions and in different settings. 
A final interesting trend that emerged when examining the representation of the 
extended family was with grandfathers.  While minority grandmothers alone were shown 
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with the families in 6 books with varying minority representations, minority grandfathers 
were shown alone in 3 titles, all of which depicted Asian/White families.  This unique 
preference for showcasing Asian interracial families with their Asian grandfather 
highlights an interesting aspect of the Asian culture and their values.   
From her research, Sands-O’Connor (2001) claims that interracial couples in 
children’s books are not shown as being as intimate with each other as couples of the 
same race.  While this study did not examine titles with single-race families to make a 
comparison, it did scrutinize the parental interactions depicted in the stories to determine 
if there was an overall lack of affection showed between parents in interracial families.  
 
In all but one of the books, the child/children are shown with one or both of the 
parents individually.  Of the 51 families shown, 5 of them did not depict the parents 
together in any of the images (10%).  Of the remaining families, 28 (61%) showed that 
the parents did interact with each other in some way.  Only 18 (39%) of the parents 
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Parents not depicted together
parents interact with child(ren) together
parents have arms around each other
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touch each other
are physically close to each other
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dancing
no interaction with each other
Figure 1.  Parental interactions displayed 
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shown displayed no interaction between themselves.  The most common display of 
affection depicted involved the parents embracing and interacting with the child/children 
as a whole family (17 instances).  The other indicators of interaction and affection 
recorded were parents hugging or having their arms around each other (16), parents are 
touching each other with their hands (8), parents being physically close to each other and 
showing no visible space between them (8), parents making eye contact (5), parents 
holding hands (3), and 2 instances of parents dancing with each other (Fig. 1).   
Overall, these findings do not support claims that interracial parents do not 
display affection for each other.  While, conclusions cannot be drawn from here 
concerning how their interactions compare to current single-race parent representations, 
exploring the parental interactions compared to the racial identification of the families did 
reveal a surprising result.  Of the 10 Asian families found in the picture books, 7 of them 
displayed no interaction between the parents of any kind; one of them showed only eye 
contact.  This lack of displayed interaction and, in some cases, apparent indifference is 
another deficit area within the body of Asian interracial literature.  However, this 
depiction is tempered by the Asian culture’s emphasis on parent-child relationships, 
rather than husband-wife relationships; and the tendency to suppress public displays of 
affection such as touching in many Asian cultures (Hsu, 1983).   
Are portrayals influenced by the authors/illustrators’ racial identities? 
In their research, Hughes-Hassell and Cox (2010) report that many of the board 
books that have been published featuring “people of color” continue to be written by 
White authors.  Since specific racial identities cannot be determined based solely on a 
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person’s appearance, the racial identities of the individuals studied in this research were 
assigned based on their general appearance and details about their heritage and 
background provided on personal and publisher websites, within author’s notes on books, 
and from jacket flap biographies.  Mistakes in specific racial identification have been 
minimized for this study by simplifying the reported results in terms of those “of color,” 
meaning all non-White and Hispanic, and those who are White and not Hispanic.  The 
results of this study show suggest the need for more biracial and multiracial authors and 
illustrators to produce more picture books featuring accurate portrayals of interracial 
families.   
Within the selection of books used for this study, 42 authors and 34 additional 
illustrators were represented.  Almost half of the authors (19) could be identified as 
people of color.  Twenty of the authors were identified as White and 3 authors’ races 
could not be identified using the methods mentioned.  However, of the 20 authors who 
were identified as White, 5 identified as being part of an interracial marriage or had 
interracial marriages within their family.  Of the illustrators, only 9 were identified as 
being of color.  Twenty were identified as White, and 5 could not be determined.  Though 
these numbers seem to indicate that the books studied were mostly created by White 
people, only 14 (28%) of the books had neither an author nor illustrator of color, or had 
insufficient evidence to support that a person of color was involved.  That indicates that 
at least 72% of the books featuring interracial families were created by one or more 
people of color.   
Among the authors and illustrators involved in the creation of these books, 5 
identified themselves as being biracial or multiracial.  Overall, 15 of the books were 
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identified as being semi-autobiographical or based on real interracial families. These 
statistics indicate that the need for diverse authors and illustrators is present and 
increasing.  As diverse authors continue to share their personal stories and the stories of 
people they know, perhaps the gaps and insufficiencies identified above will be resolved.   
How is the subject of race addressed in these books? 
While all of the books inspected for this study showcase at least one interracial 
family, not all of the books’ storylines address the subject of race in the same way.  To 
appreciate the full spectrum of interracial children’s books that is available, attention 
must be given to how the books treat the subject of race and why, if at all, race is 
included in the storyline.   
Do the plotlines involve a discussion of race? 
Of the 50 books included in this study, 25 of them did not address the subject of 
race in the storyline.  For these books, the interracial family and biracial children are 
simply distinguished within the illustrations.  Of the 25 books that do address the subject 
of race in the storyline, 20 of them directly discuss the biracial identity of the child.  The 
remaining 5 do not explicitly discuss anyone’s racial identity, but context clues regarding 
the cultural background or physical description of certain characters allude to the fact that 
the family is interracial.   
How are the races and cultures depicted in the books? 
For all of the books, Bishop’s typology was used to describe how the cultures 
presented in the stories were depicted in the text and images.  The “melting pot” type was 
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the most common (25 titles).  These books highlighted both cultures involved in the 
interracial families or did not address the fact that the families were interracial in the 
storyline.  They often displayed multicultural environments, and made no distinctions 
between the races represented.  While there is a correlation between the number of 
“melting pot books” and the number of books that do not address the subject of race in 
the plot, two of the books that indirectly address the subject of race were identified as 
“melting pot” books.  In these two books, Nancy No-Size and Marisol McDonald Doesn’t 
Match, the stories do not make any distinctions between the races.  They simply allude to 
the fact that the main characters are biracial.  In Nancy No-Size, Nancy is described as, 
“Nancy no-age wasn't dark like her big sister.  And she wasn't fair like the baby.  So she 
wasn't dark and she wasn't fair.  She was no colour at all” (p. 9).  In a conversation with 
her cousin, in Marisol McDonald Doesn’t Match, Marisol is told, “Marisol, your skin is 
brown like mine, but your hair is the color of carrots.  You don't match!” (p. 4).   
Inversely, there are two books that do not address the subject of race in the plot, 
but have been identified as “culturally conscious” because they are both set in Africa and 
were written to highlight aspects of life for children in Africa.  Both of these books are 
about Anna Hibiscus and are written by Atinuke.   
The second most prevalent (32%) type of story was the “socially conscious” type.  
These books tend to celebrate both sides of the interracial family, but emphasize the 
uniqueness and special qualities of each.  A definite difference and separation is made 
between the two.  Two of the best examples of this are in Black, White, Just Right and 
Jalapeño Bagels.  Black, White, Just Right discusses the life of a little girl whose mother 
is Black and father is White.  Throughout the story, she and her parents can be seen 
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dancing in different ways and appreciating different kinds of art, among other things.  
She directly addresses that they are different races and says, “I look like both of them--a 
little dark, a little light.  Mama and Papa say, ‘Just Right!” (p. 2).  In Jalapeño Bagels, a 
young boy whose parents own a bakery tries to decide what kind of food would best 
represent his culture.  He eventually chooses jalapeño bagels that incorporate his father's 
Jewish and his mother's Hispanic heritage, calling them, “a mixture of both of you. Just 
like me!” (p. 20). 
The third type of book was the “culturally conscious” type mentioned earlier that 
represented about 18% of the books (9).  These books focused predominately on the 
minority culture in each of the families, celebrating its uniqueness, heritage, and 
traditions.  Crouching Tiger is an excellent example of a “culturally conscious” picture 
book.  When his Chinese grandfather comes to live with him and his family, a young boy 
starts to learn to speak Chinese and practice tai chi.  He wants to abandon it and ignore 
his grandfather when he gets irritated, but when he gets to be in the New Year Parade, he 
begins to appreciate his Chinese heritage and the training his grandfather has given him.  
“You are Chinese as well as American,” his grandfather tells him (p. 9). 
What purpose does race serve in the telling of the stories? 
When 25 picture books identify a character as being of a particular race(s), they 
do so for a reason, but not all of the reasons are the same.  After examining the storylines 
and specific sentences that address the races of the people in these interracial children’s 
books, four specific purposes have been identified in including the subject of race into the 
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plots: for introductory context, character development, teaching history, and family 
building.    
The most common purpose is to provide introductory context.  The 10 books that 
exhibit characteristics of this purpose use the subject of race to introduce the family or 
character at the beginning and provide specific information that will help the reader 
interpret and conceptualize the story as they read.  Books that demonstrate this purpose 
are typically blunt about the races involved in the story and mention them within the first 
few pages.     Black, White, Just Right  and Black Is Brown Is Tan both exemplify stories 
that bring up race for this purpose.   
Another purpose for addressing race in an interracial picture book is to provide 
character development.  Seven of the books from this study demonstrated this purpose.  
Many of the main characters in these stories, struggle with accepting or understanding 
their racial identity.  These stories bring up the subject of race as the characters question 
who they are and what their place is in the world.  In these stories, race is usually not 
directly discussed until later in the stories as the characters move toward self-awareness.  
Hope, by Isabell Monk, and Who Do I Look Like?, by Mary Schulte, best exemplify the 
stories that use race for character development.    
Using the subject of race to teach characters—and readers—about a particular 
culture or historical heritage is the next most common purpose, found in 5 books.  These 
books typically do more than help their biracial characters understand how they fit into 
their family.  They provide significant social and historical context that help to highlight 
a specific culture or time in history that influenced a character’s heritage.  Crouching 
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Tiger is an example of a story that demonstrates this purpose in the way that it teaches the 
young boy and the reader about the Chinese culture and some of the history of its 
traditions.  The Grandmother Necklace is another example of this type of story that 
explains the narrator’s ancestry and showcases the interracial relationships that helped 
shape her identity. 
The last purpose for addressing race in these interracial children’s books is to 
promote interracial family building.  Only three of the titles in this study demonstrated 
this type of purpose in addressing race, but they were very distinct.  Typical for this final 
purpose, the main biracial character(s) in the story are very self-aware and fully 
acknowledge and celebrate both races and cultures of their family.  However, in these 
stories, the biracial character mediates a better relationship between the two sets of 
extended families in some way.  The best examples of this are in Floella Benjamin’s 
books, My Two Grannies and My Two Grandads.  In both of these stories, the biracial 
child helps both of his/her grandparents get to know more about the other and fosters 
harmony between the two opposing cultures.   
It is important to note that while many of the characteristics described for the 
purposes of addressing race sound similar to the characteristics of specific Bishop types, 
there was no strong correlation between any category of one classification to a category 
of the other.  
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Implications for Practice and Further Research 
To reiterate, the purpose of this study is to investigate the corpus of currently 
available interracial children’s books to understand how interracial families are 
represented and what factors may influence their portrayal.  The goals of the study are to 
assist parents, child care providers, teachers, and librarians in locating quality 
bi/multiracial identity formation resources and to highlight deficiencies within the current 
offerings.   
Considering the racial representation within the currently available interracial 
picture books, there is a definite deficiency in resources for Hispanic(Latino) biracial 
children.  When building a collection or seeking resources for a specific child or group of 
children, purchasers may need to investigate publishers that specialize in uniquely diverse 
materials to meet the racial identity needs of those being served.   
There should also be more encouragement and infrastructure in place to enable 
and incentivize diverse authors and illustrators to create works that reflect their 
community and authentic experiences.  When creating characters and building their 
environments, multiracial authors need to consider the treatment and inclusion of their 
character’s whole family.  There are biracial children in the world who live in 
predominately white communities and may only see their white relatives.  Where are the 
resources to help them navigate their racial identity formation? 
Regarding specific races, this study revealed interesting trends in the biracial 
children’s books for Asian/White families, particularly highlighting their lack of parental 
interaction and involvement of the Asian grandfather.  Though not explored here, further 
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research could investigate these trends and compare them with cultural stereotypes and 
values to identify correlations or discrepancies.   
Because this study is limited by what books are currently available and in print, 
not many conclusions could be drawn about the development of these texts over time.  
More research could be devoted to seeking out and examining the earliest works 
published featuring interracial families, and comparing them to the portrayals seen in the 
most recent.   
Also, given the selection criteria for this study, this research does not explore the 
representation of single-parent households of biracial or multiracial children, even though 
they are a notable percentage within the current American population.  This study also 
excludes interracial families of adopted children from its analysis.  This is a growing 
percentage of the population, but the identity formation and resources needed for these 
children could be different.  Further research into these types of interracial families could 
reveal more similarities to the population and more accurate portrayals of interracial 
families.  Fortunately, while the results showed that the books chosen for this study did 
not match all population statistics, no books were found that showed overtly disrespectful 
or harmful stereotypes or treatments of race and culture.  The lack of harmful or critical 
materials could be attributed to fact that all books used in the study could be found in 
public libraries, so have typically already gone through some kind of selection process.   
It’s difficult to identify the “best” books for interracial children because each 
interracial family is different, and each depiction in a story is different.  However, there 
are several that can be highlighted for uniqueness and originality.  Maxwell’s Mountain is 
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a charming and imaginative adventure story featuring an incorrigible Asian American 
boy.  Oscar’s Half Birthday contains a unique and honest depiction of an urban 
interracial family complete with a belly-shirt-wearing mother and rattail-sporting father.  
Sofie’s Role features an interracial family in its sweet Christmas-time story and includes 
cookie recipes.  Marisol McDonald Doesn’t Match and Dumpling Soup offer unique 
representations of multiracial children with fresh mixes of cultures and backgrounds; 
Marisol McDonald Doesn’t Match and its companion story are also bilingual.  For My 
Family, Love, Allie stands out as a fictionalized story about a real family and the party 
they host for their extended families and is illustrated with photographs of the family.  
Other titles to highlight are Black Is Brown Is Tan, Hard to be Six, and All the World 
which represent illustrated poetry.  Also notably, Who Has What?, Who’s In My Family?, 
and What’s In There? are the current books available in the “Let’s Talk about You and 
Me” series of scientifically accurate, but child-appropriate non-fiction books that feature 
the same interracial family. 
When selecting picture books, it’s also important to consider the age group you’re 
selecting for.  Titles featuring babies, toddlers, and very young children include You Were 
the First, Be Gentle With the Dog, Dear!, Carrie and Carl Play, Whoa, Baby, Whoa!, A 
Wild Cowboy, Oscar’s Half Birthday, and Black, White, Just Right.   
See Appendix I. for the full list of titles included in this study and the minority 
races identified in each interracial relationship.   
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Summary and Conclusion 
As American society grows more diverse and the lines between races continue to 
blur, young children require more varied and accurate representations of families in 
children’s literature.  Particularly, children born from more than one race need help 
navigating the relationships between the differing sides of their family and discovering 
how they fit within both, while still lying outside of each.  The findings of this study will 
particularly affect the work of child care providers, teachers and librarians who work with 
diverse populations.  With accurate and worthwhile literature that depicts diverse 
populations and interracial families, children who have historically struggled to identify 
themselves and find where they fit into the fabric of racial society will build positive self-
images.  They will learn that they are not abnormal, and that they have the power to 
choose what they want to be and how they describe themselves.   
Showcasing the full extent of resources currently available reveals that there is an 
overall lack of literature produced for this growing percentage of society, and whole 
communities are being excluded from or are underrepresented in the current works.  
Recognizing the deficits left in the body of literature will hopefully inspire new 
authors/illustrators from varied backgrounds to share their stories and inspire a future 
generation of writers and artists.   
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Appendix: Interracial Families Children’s Book List
Title Year 
Author 
Name 
Illustrator 
Name 
Minority 
Race (s) 
Black is Brown is Tan 1973 Arnold Adoff 
Emily 
Arnold 
McCully 
Black 
Nancy No-Size 1987 
Mary 
Hoffman 
Jennifer 
Northway 
Black 
Hard to Be Six 1991 Arnold Adoff 
Cheryl 
Hanna 
Black 
A Visit to Amy-Claire 1992 Claudia Mills 
Sheila 
Hamanaka 
Asian 
Billy and Belle 1992 Sarah Garland 
 
Black 
Sofie's Role 1992 Amy Heath 
Sheila 
Hamanaka 
Black 
Black, White, Just Right 1993 
Marguerite 
W. Davol 
Irene Trivas Black 
Dumpling Soup 1993 
Jama Kim 
Rattigan 
Lillian Hsu-
Flanders 
Asian-Pac. 
Isl. 
Bonjour, Lonnie 1996 
Faith 
Ringgold  
Black 
Jalapeño Bagels 1996 Natasha Wing 
Robert 
Casilla 
Hisp./Lat. 
The Aunt in Our House 1996 
Angela 
Johnson 
David 
Soman 
Black 
Celebrating Families 1997 
Rosemarie 
Hausherr  
Black; 
Asian 
Trevor's Story: growing up 
biracial 
1997 
Bethany 
Kandel 
Carol 
Halebian 
Black 
For My Family, Love, Allie 1998 Ellen B Senisi 
 
Black 
Hope* 1999 Isabell Monk 
Janice Lee 
Porter 
Black 
Buzz 2000 Janet S. Wong 
Margaret 
Chodos-
Irvine 
Asian 
Grandfather Counts 2000 Andrea Cheng Ange Zhang Asian 
Family* 2001 Isabell Monk 
Janice Lee 
Porter 
Black 
Gem 2001 Emma Kallok Joel Bower Black 
I Love Saturdays y domingos 2002 
Alma Flor 
Ada 
Elivia 
Savadier 
Hisp./Lat. 
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The Way We Do It In Japan 2002 
Geneva Cobb 
Iijima 
Paige Billin-
Frye 
Asian 
A Wild Cowboy* 2004 
Dana 
Kessimakis 
Smith 
Laura 
Freeman 
Black-
Asian 
An African Princess 2004 
Lyra 
Edmonds 
Anne Wilson Black 
I Know It's Autumn 2004 
Eileen 
Spinelli 
Nancy 
Hayashi 
Asian 
Benjamin and the Word 2005 
Daniel A 
Olivas 
Don Dyen Hisp./Lat. 
Blackberry Stew* 2005 Isabell Monk 
Janice Lee 
Porter 
Black 
Oscar's Half Birthday 2005 Bob Graham 
 
Black 
The Hello, Goodbye Window* 2005 Norton Juster 
Chis 
Raschka 
Black 
Bringing Asha Home 2006 
Uma 
Krishnaswami 
Jamel Akib Indian 
Maxwell's Mountain 2006 Shari Becker Nicole Wong Asian 
Who Do I Look Like 2006 Mary Schulte Maryn Roos Black 
Carrie and Carl Play 2007 Lois T. Smith 
 
Black 
My Two Grannies* 2007 
Floella 
Benjamin 
Margaret 
Chamberlain 
Black 
Be Gentle With the Dog, Dear! 2008 
Matthew J. 
Baek  
Asian 
All the World 2009 
Liz Garton 
Scanlon 
Marla Frazee Black 
Gracias-Thanks 2009 Pat Mora John Parra Hisp./Lat. 
Who Will I Be, Lord? 2009 
Vaunda 
Micheaux 
Nelson 
Sean Qualls Black 
My Two Grandads* 2010 
Floella 
Benjamin 
Margaret 
Chamberlain 
Black 
Anna Hibiscus' Song* 2011 Atinuke 
Lauren 
Tobia 
Black 
Blackout 2011 John Rocco 
 
Hisp./Lat. 
Crouching Tiger 2011 
Ying Chang 
Compestine 
Yan 
Nascimbene 
Asian 
Marisol McDonald Doesn't 
Match* 
2011 
Monica 
Brown 
Sara Palacios 
Multi 
(Hisp.) 
Who Has What? (All About 
Girls' Bodies and Boy's 
Bodies)* 
2011 
Robie H. 
Harris 
Nadine 
Bernard 
Westcott 
Black 
Whoa, Baby, Whoa! 2011 Grace Nichols Eleanor Black 
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Taylor 
Who's In My Family? (All 
About Our Families)* 
2012 
Robie H. 
Harris 
Nadine 
Bernard 
Westcott 
Black 
Marisol McDonald and the 
Clash Bash* 
2013 
Monica 
Brown 
Sara Palacios 
Multi 
(Hisp.) 
Splash, Anna Hibiscus* 2013 Atinuke 
Lauren 
Tobia 
Black 
The Granddaughter Necklace 2013 
Sharon 
Dennis Wyeth 
Bagram 
Ibatoulline 
Black 
What's In There? (All About 
Before You Were Born)* 
2013 
Robie H. 
Harris 
Nadine 
Bernard 
Westcott 
Black 
You Were the First 2013 
Patricia 
MacLachlan 
Stephanie 
Graegin 
Asian 
*Books are part of a series or set 
